Objectives: Little is known about supplement users and their dietary behavior in India. This study was conducted with the following objectives: 1. To determine the usage of dietary supplements in health sciences students. 2. To determine their knowledge, attitudes and beliefs regarding micronutrients.
their knowledge about micronutrients as compared to nursing (43.17%) and dental (37.8%). There was a significant difference between the scores of medical and dental students (p=0.005) while the scoring of students of medical and nursing did not vary significantly. There was no significant difference between the scoring percentage of males and females in medical and dental groups while in the nursing group female students scored a better percentage as compared to males (p=0.036).
Conclusion:
Although, the usage of dietary supplements in health sciences students is high, there is a dearth of knowledge, especially regarding role of micronutrients in health and disease. Hence, it is crucial this information must be highlighted in the health sciences curriculum with the objective of producing wellinformed professionals who can later on have a positive impact on the health of society.
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InTROduCTIOn
Diet and nutrition play a key role in the maintenance of good health and prevention of disease. While a well-balanced diet aims at providing the essential nutrients, the role of dietary supplements in complementing the diet cannot be undermined. Dietary supplements represent an important source of essential nutrients and may confer various health benefits, including chronic disease prevention [1] . However, wide usage of supplements is often a cause for concern because of potential adverse effects like neurologic disturbances, gastrointestinal symptoms, hepatotoxicity, birth defects and drug interactions [2] .
Malnutrition is the leading cause of ill health in the developing world with micronutrient deficiencies taking the centre stage. Supplementation of food with these micronutrients has proven to greatly benefit the cure of these deficiencies [3] . The role of micronutrients in health and disease is being extensively studied and they have been found to be essential for cell defense, antioxidant defense mechanisms and prevention of chronic diseases [4] . Increasing awareness about the role of micronutrients in health and disease has resulted in the extensive development of supplements and their consumption.
Healthcare practitioners, nurses, pharmacists and health sciences students can widely influence the beliefs and practices regarding health in the general population. They can advice people regarding the usage of dietary supplements and the effects of those supplements on health [5, 6] . Since, it is believed that the health behaviour of health sciences students will be reflected in their attitude while counseling patients regarding diet and nutrition, it is important to collect their dietary supplement use data [7, 8] . Little is known about supplement users and their dietary behaviour in India.
With this background, the study was conducted with the following 
MATeRIAlS And MeThOdS
This descriptive, cross-sectional, questionnaire based study was conducted on medical, dental and nursing students of Manipal University after gaining the approval of the Institutional Ethics Committee (IEC), during the period of January-February 2013. A structured questionnaire was formed based on a review of the dietary supplements literature and a pilot study was done on 25 students and responses evaluated [Table/ Fig-1] . The questionnaire was then standardized for use in the study. A total of 450 students pursuing second year of study in medical, dental and nursing courses were requested to fill the questionnaire form after explaining the importance of the study and their contribution to it. They were also asked to sign consent form if they wished to participate in the study. Out of 450 only 339 completed questionnaires were received, the others either did not wish to participate in the study or did not sign the consent form or returned incompletely filled questionnaires. Among the 339 participants, 242 were females, and 97 males 167 were pursuing medical course, while 80 students belonged to dental course and the remaining 92 were pursuing nursing course. dental course and the remaining 92 (27.1%) were pursuing nursing course. Students of various nationalities took part in the study; while majority of them were Indians (93.8%), few were Malaysians (3.6%) and the rest hailed from Nepal, Canada, China, Singapore, Tanzania, Thailand and USA. Most of the students had a normal body weight (68.7%) while some were underweight (14.2%) and some were overweight (14.2%) and a few others were obese (3%) [Table/ Fig-2] . Most of the students consumed non-vegetarian diet (73.7%), never smoked (94.7%), never consumed alcohol (76.7%), but exercised
STATISTICAl AnAlySIS
Analysis of the results was done using SPSS version 19.0. ANOVA was used to evaluate knowledge and attitude towards nutrition between students and an independent t-test was used to compare the nutrition knowledge, attitude and beliefs between males and females. Statistical results were considered to be significant at p≤ 0.05.
ReSulTS
In our study, majority of the participants were females (71.4%). This was because of the large number of female students opting for the nursing course as compared to males. Majority of them were in the age group of 20-25 yr (67.5%) and the rest were <20 yr of age (32.5%). Out of the 339 participants, 167 (49.3%) were pursuing medical course, while 80 (23.6%) students belonged to generally between 'unsure' and 'agree' [Table/ Fig-7] . Regarding the knowledge, attitudes and beliefs of study participants about micronutrients, the average percentage of total scores for students in each group was determined gender-wise and then compared. Medical students scored the highest percentage (44.84%) as compared to nursing (43.17%) and dental (37.8%). There was a significant difference between the scores of medical and dental students (p=0.005) while the scoring of students of medical and nursing did not vary significantly. There was no significant difference between the scoring percentage of males and females in medical and dental groups while in the nursing group female students scored a better percentage as compared to males (p=0.036) [Table/ Fig-8 ].
dISCuSSIOn
It is a well-known fact that a balanced diet and adequate nutrition is very essential in maintaining good health. With growing awareness among people about health and preventing diseases, usage of dietary supplements is rampant [1, 2] . It is documented from various studies that awareness regarding nutrition is increasing in the general population and also among specific groups of people like athletes, people undergoing cancer therapy and healthcare professionals [1, 5, 6, 9, 10] . The study done by Radimer et al., suggests that there is a dramatic increase in supplement usage and nutritional awareness in the developed countries [11] . Healthcare professionals play an enormous role in moulding the public opinions and beliefs regarding health-related issues and hence, it is crucial that the prescribing irregularly (54%). Almost half of the participants consumed dietary supplements (49.6%) [Table/ Fig-3 ]. It was found that most of the supplement users were females (medical -69.4%, dental -75.5%, nursing -97.1%). The supplements most commonly used in all the 3 study groups were multivitamins, vitamin C and vitamin B complex, followed by vitamin A, iron, folic acid, protein powders, spirulina, calcium and herbal teas [Table /Fig-4 ].
The commonest reasons for consuming dietary supplements were to maintain good health (40.1%) and ensure adequate nutrition (36.9%). Others felt that supplements were used to prevent disease (10%), to enhance appearance (5%), to meet increased energy demands of the body (3.2%), for weight loss (3.9%) and the rest for no specific reason (0.9%) [Table/ Fig-5 ]. The students reported various sources of information regarding dietary supplements with most of them relying on their doctors (49.2%), while some were motivated by family (17.1%) and a few others found information on the internet (11.8%). The rest relied on various other sources of information [Table/ Fig-6 ]. The respondents' opinions were asked, whether they considered that dietary supplements were necessary for all ages, whether they were generally harmless, whether the regular use of supplements prevented occurrence of chronic diseases and cancers and whether health personnel should promote the use of supplements. The respondents had five options to express their opinions namely, 'strongly disagree', 'disagree', 'unsure', 'agree' and 'strongly agree'. The responses were [ fraternity should be well-informed about nutrition and its role in maintaining health [7, 8] . Hence, this study was conducted in order to gain an insight into the usage of dietary supplements in health sciences students.
Nearly half of the study subjects were found to consume dietary supplements, which is in accordance with the findings in similar studies [2, 5, 7] . Also, it was found that female students were more likely to use supplements, which is consistent with results found in other studies [7, 12] . There was a significant association between supplement usage and avoidance of alcohol (p=0.01) and exercise (p=0.03). Studies have found that many of the lifestyle characteristics of supplement users are health related [13] [14] [15] . These reports are further supported by the findings in our study as majority of the supplement users were found to have healthy lifestyle practices like avoiding smoking and consumption of alcohol and maintaining a normal body weight although they exercised irregularly.
Regarding the reasons for consuming dietary supplements among university students, majority of the respondents used supplements to maintain good health and ensure adequate nutrition. Similar findings were reported in studies by Al-Naggar et al., and Suleiman AA et al., [2, 16] . The various sources of information regarding supplements were doctor, family or internet which is in concordance with findings in other studies [2, 13] . The commonest supplements used were multivitamins, vitamin B complex and vitamin A which are similar to findings of other studies [2, 5, 16] .
Though, almost half of the students used dietary supplements, their opinions regarding supplements were generally between 'unsure' and 'agree'. We are not sure of the reason for this ambiguity though similar findings were seen in the study conducted by Teng CL et al., [5] . These findings suggest that there is a deficiency in the knowledge of health sciences students pertaining to the health benefits of supplements. Medical students scored the highest percentage in knowledge, attitudes and beliefs regarding micronutrients, with a significant difference between the scores of medical and dental students while the scoring of students of medical and nursing did not vary significantly. This difference may be because of a better knowledge regarding nutrition, in students from medical faculties than those who were not from medical faculties. Similar findings were reported in other studies [2, 17] .
lIMITATIOn
A limitation of the study was that the study population was not equally distributed with a large number of female participants as compared to males. This is because of the discrepancy in gender during admission to the nursing course.
COnCluSIOn
Although, the usage of dietary supplements in health science students is high, there is a dearth of knowledge, especially regarding role of micronutrients in health and disease. Hence, it is crucial that this information be highlighted in the health sciences curriculum with the objective of producing well-informed professionals who can later on have a positive impact on the health of society.
